Abstract: Conservation of Chure landscape is at the limelight of public policy debate given its geo-ecological and socio-economic prominence and its real and perceived environmental degradation. The dominant narrative of the Chure environmental crisis coupled with increasing pressures of some political constituencies prompted government's declaration of the Chure as Environmental Protected Area. This policy response of the state has engendered contestations and dissonance among different actors associated with the Chure. This paper is based on review of relevant literature, direct observation and participation in the national and regional policy dialogues and public debate. We identify two broad strands of contested actors: the ones who strongly favor the government policy decision and those who are opposing it. We argue that this can be attributed to the competing understandings of the problem and the proposed solutions to the Chure conservation. Actors' understandings of the Chure are based on their own identical political strands and do not necessarily reflect the underlying causes at the ground. The politics of scientific facts and evidences is also critical to this contestation. We identified three major strands of management approaches in the Chure discourse: state centric, community based and state-community collaborative. Deliberative scrutiny of current policies and attention to the political ecology of conservation could help arrive at negotiated understanding of the problem and sustainable approach to the Chure management.
INtRoduCtIoN
Engagement of multiple stakeholders conceding their diversified knowledge and values is indispensable while developing policies to address dynamic and complex environmental problems (Reed 2008) . Such engagements facilitate to enhance the quality of decision-making process and ownership, and hence facilitate effective implementation of policies (Quaghebeur et al. 2004) . It could some time divide stakeholders in different strands while at times merge to offer potential solutions of particular environmental changes (Reed et al. 2009 ). In the context of the Chure, diversified knowledge and values of multiple actors, both government and non-government, often tend to interpret the environmental changes and problems in the region in favor of their own interest. As explored in this paper, the government's decision to manage the Chure landscape, hereafter the Chure, as Environmental Protected Area (EPA) has fueled contestations among multiple actors that go beyond the conventional government and non-governmental actors.
The Chure region, covering about 12.8 per cent of the total land area, hosts about 14 per cent of the country's population (DFRS 2014) . In recent years, considering its ecological fragility and geo-political significance, the government has initiated several policies and measures towards its conservation. The Chure is projected as highly vulnerable area mainly because of the mounting anthropogenic pressures such as illegal logging, unsustainable land use, uncontrolled commercial quarrying of sand and stones (DFRS 2014) . The Chure degradation is considered to have direct implication on ground water recharge and increasing siltation posing a serious threat to the downstream population in the low lying Terai. However, these initiatives may have direct negative impacts on millions of local people and their livelihoods who heavily rely on forest and land-based resources in the region (Pokharel 2013; CSRC 2007) .
The government of Nepal declared the Chure region as EPA under the Environment Protection Act (1997) on July14, 2014. It was followed by formation of a powerful 'President Chure-Terai Madesh Conservation Development committee' (hereafter the committee), an authority to govern the whole landscape. It was a response to the unfolding problems and pressures exerted from different sections of the society particularly Terai-Madesh based political actors and environmental experts along with officials of Ministry of Forests and Soil Conservation (MoFSC).
This policy decision was met with mixed views. While some stakeholders applauded it wholeheartedly, others strongly opposed it (Bishwokarma et al. 2014) . The proponents argue that there is a complete failure of current policies and institutions in the Chure conservation and therefore need for a bold policy decision to halt the ongoing degradation of the land. On the contrary, the opposing actors claim that the policies and programmes are protection oriented, developed without adequate consultation with relevant constituencies, and largely ignored the human dimensions, particularly the needs and the resource rights of the local communities in the region. Notwithstanding the different views and perceptions, all stakeholders realized that an immediate action was needed to address the detrimental environmental changes in the Chure region. This paper is informed by the political ecology approach in the context of environmental conservation (Robbins 2004; Adams and Hutton 2007) . It scrutinizes actors and their different understandings of degradation and contending solutions to the conservation of the Chure region. In doing so, we first discuss the emergence of recent policy responses on the Chure management and conservation; then unpack and analyze competing discourses of actors, interests, responses to government's decision and power dynamics. We then reflect on the future implications of the recent policy decisions and contestations among actors followed by potential options for democratic and sustainable management of the Chure. This paper is primarily based on our research involving review of relevant literature and policy documents, observation and participation in six national and regional dialogues held around the issues of Chure during 2014 and 2015.
GENEsIs of thE ChuRE maNaGEmENt aNd RECENt PolICy REsPoNsE
The Chure conservation is embedded in the trajectory of national policies on forests management over the time. Forest management in the Chure has been emphasized in almost every forest policy document since the beginning of modern Nepal in 1950. The Rural Forestry Policy (1952) that focused reforestation on midhills, prioritized soil conservation in the Chure (Graner 1997) . However, this draft policy was never enacted. Instead, the state induced logging and conversion of forests into farmland continued especially in Terai and the Chure. The Government later nationalized the private forests through Private Forest Nationalization Act (1957) .
In contrary to its stated objective, it further contributed to the colossal deforestation and forest degradation (D&D) despite some successes of the government to pull the private land under its control (Hobley 1996; Bhattarai et al. 2002) . The enforcement of Land Tax Act (1977) further catalyzed D&D in the Chure as it curtailed customary rights of local communities to access and manage their forests (Gilmour and Fisher 1991; Hobley and Malla 1996) . Conservation and management of the Chure received exclusive attention in the fourth five-year plan considering its geological and biophysical importance. Later, the National Conservation Strategy (1988) further complemented the idea of the Chure forests conservation considering its proneness to erosion (DFRS 2014). However, with the growing demand for sand, gravel and boulders both in Nepal and India, mining industry boomed focusing on the Chure region. The District Development Committees (DDCs) in Terai earned large part of their revenue through licensing extraction of these products from the Chure. Consequently, the Chure experienced heavy environmental degradation which was frequently reported in media pointing to illegal logging, unsustainable land use, and uncontrolled quarrying of sand, gravel and boulders . The widespread media coverage drew attention of environmentalists, opinion makers and senior politicians including the former President, Dr. Ram Baran Yadav. Consequently, the government, dedicating to the position of the President, initiated 'President Chure Conservation Programme' in 2010 as the top priority project of the government for integrated management of land, water, and forests for an ecological balance in the region (Giri et al. 2012 Second, actors who believe that the recent decision has been exclusionary and curtailed local rights over forest resources. These actors have created and extended the network under the leadership of FECOFUN to oppose the decision. A civil society network consisting of about 20 different CSOs, those engaged in the natural resource sector, under the banner of 'The Chure Conservation Joint Struggle Committee, Nepal' led overall protest programs. The network through press releases, submission of memorandum, social media, and print and online media have been articulating their concerns to both government and citizens (Bishwokarma et al. 2014) . The network has been proactive during several multistakeholders' dialogues participated by parliamentarians, researchers, journalists, and forest bureaucrats. The protest also took the form of mass rallies and demonstrations, public assembly both at the regional and national level that mobilized thousands of CFUG members and CSOs. Despite the two major categories of competing actors as explained above, multiple actors have been engaged in debates and actions around the Chure given their own interest, discourses and proposed solutions to the crisis (see Table 2 ). The Government authorities and associated actors are the major powerful actors that shape the discourse, take policy decisions, and execute in the field. Policy decisions are influenced by the dominant discourse and scientific evidences pertaining to biophysical features of the Chure. The Government discourse often portrays local population as the main culprit for D&D of the Chure and thereby rationalize that their access and use should be either limited or regulated.
On the contrary, local governments especially the DDC provides extraction license for and collects tax from sand, gravel, and boulder. However, some conflict exists with District Forest Office (DFO) when the extraction is to be permitted in the national forests area. Similarly, the government formulated the high level development committee partly to control extraction of these products. The government put a ban on the collection although the decision was short lived because of strong opposition of crusher operators, which often have powerful nexus with the political party leaders.
There are diverse interests of multiple actors and stakeholders associated with the Chure degradation. 
discourses on Chure degradation and its management
Discourse on the Chure is based on diverse understandings of and proposed solutions to environmental problems. For instance, one group is heavily influenced by the biophysical science of the Chure; considers values of biophysically fragile landscape, its biodiversity, and watershed. Therefore, the group advocates strong Government control, sanctions to access the forest resources and proposes technological solutions such as bioengineering and plantation. Conversely, another group strongly advocates devolution of rights and community based resources management. They subscribe opposing views can broadly be grouped into three discursive strands (see Table 3 ). First, is a state centric and technobureaucratic strand/discourse: some actors depict the Chure region as ecologically important zone and significant to the livelihoods of Terai population downstream. This view among other drivers (see Table 2 ) local resource use practices are considered as one of the drivers of the Chure degradation. They maintain that unsustainable use of Chure resources has resulted in flash flood, siltation, landslides, soil erosion, and associated impacts in Terai. Hence, improving-restoration and stabilizing biophysical features are prioritized in the Chure management.
Second, a populist and community centric discourse embodied by a major group of actors who strongly argue for community based management by taking into account the socio-ecological; economic and cultural importance of the Chure beyond its bio-physical reality. The government controlled centralized management of the Chure; its inefficiency, local exclusion and commercial interests are attributed as main underlying causes of the Chure degradation. Hence, forests management under community forestry regime is considered as a better option to address the Chure problem in the long run.
The third discourse strand, despite being less heard, is the community-state partnership regime allowing more roles to local communities but having government as one of the actors in the management and governance of the Chure. This regime of co-management is argued as the best option to manage the Chure crisis and to produce a win-win situation. However, it needs a careful division of roles and authorities between state and local communities. Therefore, there should be devolution of rights to local communities with authorities to make decision by themselves. But the state can play positive and constructive role in capacity building and institutional strengthening of local community groups so as to ensure that they are fully prepared and capable of undertaking the given roles.
ImPlICatIoNs oN thE ChuRE maNaGEmENt
Examination of Chure discourses and mapping of related actors show that actors have different understandings and explanations of the Chure degradation and conservation crisis. These actors have different interests and stakes in the conservation and management of the Chure, and accordingly advocate different solutions. The decision to declare the Chure EPA and formulation of the institutional structure are manifestation of centralized and techno-bureaucratic policy processes often critiqued by researchers in Nepal (Bampton et al. 2007) . It has induced clear divisions and tensions among key actors; reinforced unequal power relations; intensified competing discourses; and even triggered resistance from CFUGs. We suspect these could be counterproductive to sustainable management of the Chure in a long run. Based on the analysis of discourse and actors around recent government policy initiatives on the Chure, we identify six major areas which needs rethinking if policies and programmes were to lead to sustainable management of the Chure landscape.
First, lessons of failures in the recent history of the techno-bureaucratic and centralized resource management on one hand and rich and successful experiences of community based conservation natural resource management on the other has not been adequately appreciated. The local communities have been protecting and managing forests as community forests to ensure their continued access to forest resources. However, there are potential risks of alienating local communities from forest protection and custodianship if their right to use and manage forest resources is curtailed. Hence, imposing conservation-centric policies by ignoring local practices and participation could be counterproductive to both CFUGs and the Chure protection . Second, the analysis suggests that the understanding of the Chure crisis is heavily influenced by biophysical science with poor knowledge on theories of commons and practices of local communities, their economy, their interactions with land and forest and roles of local institutions including CFUGs Bishwokarma et al. 2014) .
Third, drivers of the Chure degradation are multiple and multi-scaler. Its management and governance is complex given its association with multiple sectors, engagement of multiple actors, and their manifold interests. However, the policy decisions to manage the Chure through forests protection have unremittingly undermined actual underlying causes, rather alleged local communities. It fails to address the factual origins of the Chure degradation and increased the risk of futility of investment. Fourth, the Chure region has become the major source of revenue especially to the local governments from the extraction of sand, gravel, and boulder. However, increasing number of crusher industries in the Chure region and uncontrolled quarrying has catalyzed the degree of degradation. The government was compelled to lift the decision to ban the extraction due to strong lobbying from crusher owners and entrepreneurs. It appears that the Government has been unable to address the major drivers of the Chure degradation while focusing on rather weak actors -local communities. This would entail failure to ensure the Chure protection. Fifth, actors involving in the Chure conservation have multiple interests despite the general consensus on the need of its management. It has also added further complexities to design common approach in response to the crisis. In fact, the Government had an opportunity to devise amicable solutions by bringing diverse actors on a collective platform for dialogues, deliberations, and engagements. On the contrary, the top down and state controlled approach further divided actors on solutions and approaches to the Chure management.
CoNClusIoN
The Chure D&D is associated with a complex, multiple set of underlying causes which are beyond the forest-people relations and the local socio-ecological systems. The complex factors are linked with broader issues of political governance, people's livelihoods, migration pattern, economic options, corruption, weak capacity of state agencies, illegal timber trade and weak tenure arrangement (UNREDD 2014; Paudel et al. 2013; CSRC 2007 
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